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               MELBOURNE 2030 

ACTIVITY CENTRES – HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 
 
 
1929 - Metropolitan Town Planning Commission, Plan of General Development 
 
1954 - The ‘first’ Metro Strategy  

• MMBW Planning Scheme introduced concept of decentralisation of business activities in a hierarchy of centres 
“They will offer to residents of the locality many of the facilities of the central city area under more 

attractive conditions nearer to their homes”(p.53). 
• 5 designated centres – Footscray, Moorabbin, Dandenong, Box Hill and Preston 
• Public transport – main form of transport at the time and designated business zones were all adjacent to 

railway stations 
• Not implemented because 

o lack of MMBW/State government leadership in assembling sites 
o MMBW’s lack of legislative power for compulsory acquisition and lack of funding. 

 
1960s and 70s - The Rise of Suburban Car-based Retail Centres 

• Chadstone shopping centre opened first in 1960 after Myer had sought a site (nominated by the MMBW) near 
a train station but was unsuccessful, so chose current site on Dandenong Rd. 

• MMBW reluctantly allowed the rezoning. 
• followed by the opening of Northland, Doncaster, Eastland, Southland and Highpoint 

Late 70s - Revival of Centres Policy 
• following oil crisis (‘74) and rise of car based (stand-alone) shopping malls, centres policy emerged again in 

response to a range of issues including: 
o Dispersed city 
o Rising fuel prices 
o Energy management 
o Concern for the environment 
o Capital shortage 
o Structural unemployment 

 
1980 - Technical Advisory Committee on Retailing appointed 
Two main concerns 

• Central city retailers concerned about decline of CBD in competition with suburban shopping centres 
• Traditional ‘strip’ retail centres concerned about decline due to the growth of suburban shopping centres. 

 
1981 - District Centre Policy (Outlined in the 1980 Metropolitan Strategy and 1981 Implementation Strategy (MMBW)) 

• Policy of metropolitan containment, maintaining CBD activity levels and concentrating new growth into 20 
suburban activity centres. 

• CBD primary centre, 14 secondary (district) centres, 6 potential centres. 
• District Centres - Box Hill, Camberwell Junction, Cheltenham/Southland, Dandenong, Footscray, Frankston, 

Glen Waverley, Greensborough, Moonee Ponds, Oakleigh, Prahran (Chapel St.), Preston, Ringwood, Sunshine. 
• Potential Centres – Berwick, Sydenham, Mill Park, Broadmeadows, Werribee, Knox City. 

• Criteria included - Largest retail floorspace, accessibility to public and private transport (all district centres next 
to train stations), range of retail, commercial and community services. 

This policy deliberately excluded stand-alone centres which proved a major source of conflict and the ultimate downfall 
of the policy.  
 
Implementation 

• District Centre policy implemented through an Amendment 150, to the Planning Scheme and the creation of a 
new District Centre Zone. This zone allowed for larger office developments (up to 4000sqm without a permit), 
more intense retail and residential developments, and the encouragement of community services. Retail and 
office developments required to locate within a district centre. 

• Each centre would have its own strategic plan, produced by local governments. 
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Key Strengths of the District Centre Policy 

• Policy outcomes - Reduced travel needs, improved community access to a wide range of services and 
facilities, provision of a community focus, improved social and economic interaction,  better support for public 
transport services, reduced pollution, more efficient use of land, buildings and urban infrastructure (1980 Metro 
Strategy, p.60). 

• Statutory basis - Amendment 150 provided the regulatory means to implement the policy. 
• Political Support - State Government endorsed the policy in its economic strategies in 1984 and 1987 on the 

grounds that the centres would “make the suburbs more attractive as a business location”. 
 
Challenges to the District Centre Policy 

• Significant pressure from major stand-alone shopping centres to expand which was resisted at first  
• Major breach of policy by allowing Coles Myer 30,000 sqm headquarters to locate outside a district centre in 

Tooronga, which was followed by others such as the 16,000 sqm RACV headquarters in Noble Park. 
• Lack of support for the policy with no comprehensive government program to support the establishment of 

district centres. 
• Little funding provided for infrastructure. 
• No assistance in land assembly from the Government. 
• Ministry for Transport controlled transport policy which was not integrated or used to support the District Centre 

Policy. 
 
1989 Activity Centre Policy released. 
This policy acknowledged that the private sector had continued to invest around stand-alone centres. It decided to work 
with local government to better integrate new development assessment with the District Centre Policy. Recognised the 
need for State and local Government co-ordination. 
 
1990s District Centre Policy Abandoned 
 
1992 ‘Cities in the Suburbs, The District Centre Policy for the 1990s’ released. 

• Supported many of the findings from the Moodie report. (1991, Dept Planning and Housing) 
• Not implemented, Change of Government. 
 

Kennett Government - 1995 ‘Living Suburbs’ 
• rejected the notion of designating centres and proposed a more ‘aspatial’ concept of activity clusters. 
• no implementation measures to assist develop activity clusters. Public transport, which was critical to the 

success of the DCP, again received little attention 
 
October 2002 – Melbourne 2030 
Direction 1 – A more compact city 
1.1 – Build up activity centres as a focus for high-quality development, activity and living for the whole community 
1.2 – Broaden the base of activity in centres that are currently dominated by shopping to include a wider range of 
services over longer hours, and restrict out-of-centre development 
1.3 – Locate a substantial proportion of new housing in or close to activity centres and other strategic redevelopment 
sites that offer good access to services and transport 

• Centre hierarchy Principal / Transit, Specialised, Major and Neighbourhood 
• Structure planning led by local government for centres 
• Exploration of partnership models for delivery 

 
Conclusions 

• Requires ‘all of Government’ commitment, properly co-ordinated and not ad-hoc. 
• Requires co-ordination between State and Local levels, with Local Government involvement in the planning 

and implementation. 
• Need measures for land assembly and regulations to control developments. The economic concerns of the late 

80’s and early 90’s dominated, therefore the private sector determined locational decisions rather than State 
and local policy shaping the city for environmental and social outcomes. 

• Need a realistic understanding of current property and development market conditions 
• Investment in public transport in support of integrated land use and transport planning 
• Regulation to control developments. 
• Stand-alone centres and out of centre activities also need to be acknowledged and managed. 


